| VIEWS AND REVIEWS I should start by saying that this isn't a smear article. In the age of outrage, I'm not really too interested in reading material written by people who are mad all the time. Rather, this is an attempt to ask some questions about the value of the storefront theatre movement and to start a conversation about what I see as pitfalls in the movement as it currently exists. I'm worried about the future while also participating in the present. Ultimately, this article is an attempt to unpack my relationship with indie theatre; like most romantic relationships in my life, it is best described as complicated.
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In Toronto, there are numerous storefront-style spaces. Generally, an arts venue is either a producing organization (meaning they make their own work in their own space), a presenting organization (meaning they present other people's work in their own space), or a curating organization (meaning they do a combination of the two). However, organizations of all sizes have had to compensate for losses in funding by creating unique, alternative production models. Storefront theatres are similar to other arts venues: producing, presenting, and curating work that emerges from a range of creation and production practices. Videofag, Storefront Theatre, Coal Mine Theatre, hub14, Collective Space, Unit 102, the Box, Sidemart, and countless other spaces have emerged (and in some cases fallen) over the last few years. Each is unique, but they all share the burden of shoestring budgets. Despite these challenges, this movement is very alive and incredibly innovative, and it is producing some of the most exciting work in Toronto.
I was lucky enough to present SHANNON 10:40 at Videofag in the fall of 2015. SHANNON 10:40 chronicles the consequences for a high school student and her health teacher after the student brings a dildo to class. It is an exploration of the distribution of power and authority in a school setting and of the implications of considering sexuality as a tool for empowerment. I did not have time to apply for funding for this project, so everything was done on a hope and a prayer (and with some money that I had saved during the summer). It was presented as part of the final Videofag season, which showcased a collection of artists alongside whom I felt honoured to be included. However, SHANNON 10:40 wasn't staged within a production model that involved shared expenses and therefore shared risk. I rented the Videofag space, produced a show in it, said thank you, and went home. It was a phenomenal experience, and one that I am very thankful for, but it also opened my eyes to how storefront theatres are deeply changing the culture of independent theatre.
Let's start with the good things. Storefront theatres create art spaces in places where they aren't necessarily expected. They often attract audiences who aren't traditional theatregoers, simply because of their unique locations. This is no small matter: while subscriptions and houses at larger theatres are shrinking, many storefront theatres are filling their spaces to capacity. Storefront spaces also provide opportunities for smaller, more intimate work to be seen. Intimate work cannot simply transfer to a larger house and maintain its integrity, so spaces that allow for both creation and production are essential. Having an appropriate venue for such work is necessary, not only for developing one's artistic voice, but also for creating community interest in one's work. Andmost important-small and innovative work is much more than a means to an end: it can also be great work. The sometimes surprisingly high quality of work produced in these spaces means that critical responses are often favourable, and decision-makers at traditional theatres are starting to notice. Storefront theatre spaces inspire artists to think creatively (because of their non-traditional structure), use resources efficiently (because there is little or no funding associated with these venues), collaborate with their peers (because this work can happen only with a large team of supporters), and create work that is risky, provocative, and outside the norm. They provide a launching pad for artists to draw attention to their work. These are all good things. Very good things. It's exciting to be part of an active indie community at this time. I think history will show that this movement has redefined the way that we make theatre in this country. 
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SHANNON 10:40 was produced by timeshare at Videofag in Kensington Market, Toronto. (l-r): Qasim Khan and Hallie Seline.
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The Agony and Ecstasy of the Storefront Theatre Movement | VIEWS AND REVIEWS However, as with all things, there is a distinctive less good side to consider. First, in most storefront production endeavours, no one is getting paid. When people aren't paid for their work, the labour of creating theatre is immediately devalued: it is, quite literally, worthless. Artistic labour, even when unpaid, is still labour, but in our capitalist culture, work must be linked to monetary value in order to be socially valued. The storefront theatre movement's culture of working for free inadvertently reinforces the idea that because their work is "fun" artists don't need to be paid properly. This idea is incredibly dangerous for the future sustainability of the artistic community. People may believe that because storefront spaces offer a place for young artists to make a name for themselves, these artists should work for free as a way of "putting in their time" or as a kind of homage to those who came before. This assumption is not only problematic in its devaluation of the work of young artists but also flawed: these spaces are not the exclusive purview of young artists but are being used by artists at many stages of their careers. Because most artists involved in storefront theatre are unpaid, the storefront movement runs the risk of marginalizing the very artists it serves, creating an expectation that artists should be content with working for free. Second, the storefront movement lets larger theatres off the hook. The vital, active indie scene creates new work for "free," and larger theatres can pick it-or us-up whenever they'd like, without investing time or resources in development. It has become a new norm for emerging artists to showcase their work in storefront and similar spaces until they are given an opportunity at a larger theatre. I do not mean to condemn all institutions: many theatres do invest in and support the indie community. The indie theatre movement also lets arts funding organizations off the hook, particularly when some of the most successful and inventive work in this country is being created without their support. I cannot definitively say that a track record of artistic success without money makes it more difficult to get money, but the logic does follow: if we are making amazing art without money, why would funding bodies ever give us money? Why would established arts institutions give us support or opportunities? I have been lucky enough to receive support from both arts institutions and arts funders in my career, so I am not looking to condemn these bodies, but rather to raise the question of what the unwanted implications of the storefront movement might be. Making such work is a necessary risk, but it's also a potential rabbit hole that freaks me out. I also worry about the way that the storefront model has affected play development. It seems as though new play development in our country is afflicted with either severe over-or underdevelopment. Larger institutions often cannot afford the risk of programming the new work that they develop in their play-development programs, and smaller indie ventures, including storefront theatres, often produce work before it has had any kind of development process. This has led to the production of a lot of "undercooked" theatre in the indie scene. But it has also inspired new development processes, where exciting work is happening in the room in a dynamic way. It leads me to wonder how exciting and dynamic that in-the-room work could become if the artists involved didn't have to run off to work at serving jobs all night in order to pay for the free work they're doing all day.
Finally, and perhaps most important, the indie culture actually ensures that privilege and background play a huge role in what is and isn't produced onstage. I would go so far as to suggest that the indie model can, through its economic structure, underline systems of oppression and block out marginal voices. Indie spaces are meant to celebrate the voices that are not heard in more mainstream spaces. They are often collectives formed with the intention of finally giving opportunities to those who are excluded by larger institutions for one reason or another. In some cases, storefront theatres have been a kind of theatrical rebel force-making the risky stuff that doesn't fit the norm, in a kind of "damn the man" scenario that expresses a shared interest in accessibility, sustainability, and artistic risk. The reality, however, is that the forces of oppression operate in these spaces just as they do in larger institutions. As a white, queer, cis-gendered man with a university education, I come to any project with a certain amount of privilege. Despite being a critical and box-office success, my show SHANNON 10:40 lost money. I had worked enough joe jobs to afford to take time away from paid work and to lose the money I put up for the show, but many can't. And those are the voices that we need to hear from most.
I'm so thankful for the opportunities I've had within the storefront movement. I'm so thankful for these spaces. I'm so thankful for the vibrant, warm, welcoming, collaborative indie theatre community. I'm so thankful for the creative, hard-working, and probably a little crazy people making and maintaining these spaces-these are people who so believe in the value of art that they will go to incredible lengths to make it happen. I feel honoured to count myself among them at times. I have also had opportunities to work at larger arts institutions that are also often struggling, and I am thankful for the folks there who are working just as hard to make things happen in that sphere. But I am concerned about how the storefront movement will impact our cultural ecology moving forward. I want us to find a sustainable and supportive indie theatre model that can make our community even stronger. Our task is to figure out what that model looks like.
